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Abstract: The North of England open-air museum was established at Beamish in the early 1970s, since when 
the local community has radically changed in terms both of ethnicity and of occupations. Heavy industry and 
agriculture have been largely replaced by service and light industries. This paper explores the ways in which 
Beamish is engaging with local communities who have no previous experience of the collections it holds and the 
history it represents. The paper has been prepared from a presentation by the author to Société Internationale 
d’Ethnologie et de Folklore Congress 2008 and includes material from a presentation by Chris Scott, Beamish 
Curator of Industry, to the Society for Folk Life Studies conference, Swansea, 2007, and reports prepared by Seb 
Littlewood, Rural Collections Curator, and Helen Barker, Collections Access Officer 
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Beamish Museum is located in the north of England in a region best know in the past for 
its industrial heritage, most particularly in coal mining, ship building, as well as iron, steel, 
chemical and heavy engineering industries (most notably the early development of railways). 
Many of these industries were already disappearing when Frank Atkinson, the original 
founder of Beamish, began his massive collecting activities in the 1960s. Frank Atkinson has 
clearly stated in his autobiography his reasons for pursuing the establishment of an open air 
museum in the north of England:  
My reasons … were threefold: to rescue a representative collection of objects 
illustrating a way of life in the region, which was rapidly disappearing; to present this 
in an exciting and relatively novel way which would enthuse visitors; and through all 
this to help the people of the North east to appreciate the history of their forebears and 
their past way of life and work were worth remembering and something to be proud 
of. … My third reason: to inculcate pride in their own region …. I felt I could justify a 
pride in many aspects of the region’s past and hence help to improve its future.1 
 
His vision was realised finally in the early 1970s with the opening of an open air museum 
in the Beamish Valley, Co. Durham, a site which combined the agricultural history of the 
region with early industrial development. During the early years, strong links still existed with 
a local community who could remember the period depicted (at that time, the 1920s) and were 
able to pass on their memories to their grandchildren. The strong local industries such as coal 
and steel were still employing large numbers of people, though they were waning, and most of 
the exhibits were immediately recognisable to the majority of visitors. At a later date, the 
period of the Industrial Revolution and its aftermath, 1825, was included within the museum 
site, and the other historic areas were altered to 1913, the period at which the Durham 
 
1 Atkinson 1999: 87  
coalfield was at its highest point. The industries and urban environment of 1913 is now almost 
completely alien to the younger visitors, and is beyond the living memory of most people. 
Despite this, Beamish is still viewed with affection and strong ownership throughout the 
region, though visits are reduced in number partly due to the high cost now necessary due to 
reduced level of public funding. Such funding constraints can very often reduce the work that 
a museum can do in terms of development, engaging new audiences or making stored 
collections more accessible to a wider range of visitors than the usual researchers and 
students. This paper will look at examples and case studies, showing how staff at Beamish are 
addressing the issue of changing audiences and engaging new communities with the Museum 
collections. 
 
Engaging and informing the general visitor 
 
In terms of the presentation of the front of house collections, the method adopted at 
Beamish is the use of costumed interpretative staff who deliver third person interpretation of 
the environment in which they are working. This has the very decided advantage of being 
constantly updatable if exhibits change and also, crucially, is immediately responsive to 
whatever visitor happens to come along. Good training is essential, as is sound detailed 
information for every exhibit area. Manuals are produced by curatorial staff for each building, 
containing a mass of background information, as well as clarification of the research and 
planning which informed the way in which each exhibit is furnished and presented. 
 
The changing nature of visitor expectation requires a positive response and the Museum 
has reacted by providing improved induction training for all staff, reinforced by regular 
training and information provision throughout the main season. Training content is planned in 
response to specific requests from staff, and in response to frequently asked questions from 
visitors.  
 
This training is becoming ever more important as we move further away from the time 
periods which the museum seeks to display. Since the change from the original time period of 
the 1920s to the earlier periods of 1913 and 1825, it is not possible for staff to have even 
second hand direct experience of the areas which they are interpreting. The museum is 
fortunate in still having ex-miners in the colliery area, particularly for the experience of 
visiting the drift mine, but in the future there will be reliance on second hand delivery here 
also, which is a real concern. Even those who are ex-miners report that they experience quite 
a steep learning curve when they first come to the museum, as their experience of modern 
mining is so very different to that portrayed in the exhibited 1913 drift.
2
  
 
Reaction to this has been expressed by a number of commentators in the field. Laurajane 
Smith looked at this particularly when examining how labour heritage is interpreted, and 
usefully gathered a wide range of opinions on the subject,
3
 but commented from her own 
observation that the demonstrators ‘were noted on a number of occasions engaging in detailed 
and quite complex two-way discussions with visitors’, something impossible in a traditional 
gallery situation where interpretation relies upon printed labels or even computer interactives. 
This truly interactive, third person interpretation method also enables museum staff to respond 
to visitors whose culture does not include, for instance, mining for coal. The senior 
demonstrator in the colliery area has an example of a visitor originally from Nigeria to whom 
he had to explain just how fire could be got from a lump of black stone. He frequently has 
 
2. Information gathered during conversation with Ian Straker, senior demonstrator, colliery area, 2008. 
3. SMITH 2006, 200–1. 
groups of children who have never seen a coal fire or experienced the nasty smells of oil and 
steam in the winding engine house (they universally find it unpleasant – no nostalgia here).4 
By constantly reviewing best practice, and developing ( and retaining) an experienced 
workforce, the museum should be able to continue to respond to any changes in visitor 
profile, whether for the so-called ‘traditional’ audiences and the currently ‘non-visiting’ 
audience. An active programme of reviewing those exhibits which have been in place for a 
long time, involving staff from curatorial, interpretation, estates and education areas, and 
looking at every aspect of the exhibit – collections content, display method, interpretation, 
care of collections, educational use and even the basis of the time period in place – should 
contribute to this response.  
 
The challenge remains, however, to ensure the widest possible access and use of all 
collections, not merely those on public display. 
 
Financing outreach work  
 
The ability of the museum to respond to the demands of a widening visitor base, as well as 
increasing education provision and increase access to stored collections in particular, has 
depended very much on external sources of funding, and also on the requirements of funding 
sources. One major contributor is central government’s Renaissance in the Regions scheme,5 
which applies only to museums in England and which has enabled ring-fenced funding to be 
made available to the partners in the North East Regional Museums’ Hub in part to allow 
them to reach communities who might be termed non-museum visitors. It has also helped to 
fund improvements to the documentation, digitisation and storage of collections to make them 
more accessible, whether physically, in improved storage, or virtually, by the establishment of 
online collection websites. The issue of workforce development is also addressed with the 
Renaissance funding, by supplying both practical and financial support for museums wishing 
to improve and diversify both staff and volunteers. 
 
Promoting access to stored collections 
 
Another way in which Beamish has been able to release funding for collections access is as 
part of a larger partnership storage project with Tyne and Wear Museums. The grant 
application for this building project, which has provided accessible storage for a huge number 
of collections from both museums, included two elements which have proved of continuing 
benefit. One was the inclusion of a stream of revenue funding to support a Collections Access 
Team (CAT) which was provided by the Heritage Lottery Fund ( which distributes funds from 
the national lottery) and the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation ( a private trust which funds many 
museum activities in the UK). The team is innovative in that it contains staff from both 
Beamish and Tyne and Wear Museums, and has progressed as a truly collaborative jointly 
managed project. The existence of a dedicated team, established within the curatorial 
department and therefore an intrinsic part of the care and management of the collections, has 
created many and various opportunities for both outreach and access which could not have 
been fulfilled by staff whose responsibilities were also focussed on the other multifarious 
duties of a curator or learning officer. It has also brought to the attention of the public the 
many and varied collections, now ‘Designated’ as of national importance, which were 
gathered directly from the community in order to build up Beamish, and which continue to 
support the development of the open-air museum. 
 
4. Information gathered during conversation with Ian Straker, as above. 
5. http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/apply-for-funding/renaissance/; RESOURCE 2001 
 Getting collections into the community and the community into the collections: New 
communities 
 
The work of the CAT team in terms of getting people into the museum and taking the 
collections out into the various communities can best be demonstrated by looking at a number 
of case studies, most of which have taken place within the last two years. During Museums 
and Galleries Month in 2007, and coinciding with the Beamish celebration of Empire Day 
1913 style, the CAT team set up an exhibition within the collections study room, looking at 
how the north east is connected to other parts of the world. One of the aims of the exhibition 
was to enable visitors to see stored collections which did not fit into the restricted display 
periods in operation at Beamish, and which had connections with the former British Empire, 
and indeed with other parts of the world. Supporting text explained the significance of each 
object to the North East and its connection to the world. Another part of the exhibition looked 
at the people who have come to live in the region from other parts of the world. This section 
supported the Museums and Galleries Month theme, which was ‘People. . . . Who are we?’ It 
included extracts from the Beamish audio archive (interviews with people who had come to 
live in the North East from other parts of the world) and also images from the photo archive.
6
 
To make the exhibition more immediate and relevant to today’s community, interviews were 
carried out with members of English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes at East 
Durham and Houghall Community College. The interviews focussed specifically on reasons 
for coming to this country and on feelings about living here. Before the interviews took place, 
object handling sessions were carried out to stimulate discussion about differences and 
similarities between Britain and the country of origin of the students. Background information 
about Beamish was also shown to the students, as many of them had no previous experience 
or knowledge of the museum. Feedback from this initial project was very positive, both from 
the course facilitators, who reported that it had contributed to the students’ confidence in 
speaking English, and from the students themselves on their enjoyment of the experience.  
 
This work has been followed up with Clayport Cultural Group – an informal meeting 
group of non-native English speakers which aims to foster friendship and encourage learning 
about the culture of the North East. The project engaged participants with Beamish collections 
through behind the scenes tours of the stores, collections-focused activities and object 
handling, and through a video conference link between Beamish and Clayport Library. This 
enabled the group to question the curators about the collections and provided opportunities for 
group members to practice their English skills, and for everyone to learn about customs and 
traditions in other countries during the resulting discussions. Twenty people took part in this 
project from countries including China, Germany, Hungary, Taiwan, Zimbabwe and Cuba. 
Feedback from participants has been great, including: “I thoroughly enjoyed being part of this 
project and found Beamish such an interesting place that I have been back there on two other 
occasions!” 
 
Hard to reach groups 
 
A completely different type of project, undertaken with a community whose members were 
unable to visit in person, was undertaken in partnership with Tyne and Wear museums and a 
local artist. The Collections Access Team worked with Tyne and Wear Museums (TWM) and 
STRETCH (a charity which aims to engage members of the offending community with 
museums and galleries) to engage a group of eleven female prisoners at HM Prison Low 
 
6. For examples from these archive collections, see www.beamishcollections.com. 
Newton. The project was one of three involving prisons around the North East. The work 
produced in each project eventually contributed to an exhibition in the People’s Gallery in 
TWM’s Discovery Museum. Oral histories collected from project participants now form a 
lasting record of the experiences of their lives in prison. The aims of this particular strand of 
the project were to engage the women with a creative arts project inspired by objects from 
Beamish Museum and to collect the experiences of women living in prison. The project 
explored aspects of women’s history.  
 
The group took part in object handling sessions using the costume and domestic handling 
boxes. These sessions were supported with additional material from the photographic archive 
and audio history archive. These sessions gave the women a chance to engage closely with 
museum objects and prompted discussion about the changing role of women. The group also 
worked with artist Theresa Easton to produce prints inspired by both the museum objects and 
their own possessions. The prints were used to decorate boxes in the style of ‘boudie ware’ 
(patchwork pottery, an example of which the group had seen from the Beamish stores). As 
well as this, a member of Beamish Education team worked with the women on a suffragette 
session. Using drama, the group explored issues around female suffrage. Jo Bath, Beamish 
oral history archivist, provided training for the women on collecting oral histories and some of 
them interviewed each other. Throughout the project the women kept a scrap book to record 
what they had done as part of the project, along with anything else they wanted to collect. The 
scrap books were inspired by examples from the Beamish collections that the women had 
seen. The feedback from participants was very positive, and comments included “Gave me an 
escape from prison”; “Everyone was encouraged to experiment and shown new skills”; “The 
suffragette work was interesting, a fun way of learning”; “I would like to go to the museum if 
I could and have a look around”; “I know now museums can be fun”.7 
 
Community involvement in the museum 
 
Other projects are more tightly aligned with mainstream museum activities, yet 
nevertheless expand the way in which we approach activities such as the reconstruction of a 
building. The reconstruction of the Westoe netty, an iconic and well loved landmark from the 
nearby town of South Shields, is a case in point. This men’s public toilet was so well loved by 
the local population as a result of being the subject of a famous painting by a local artist, that 
it was ‘saved’ when it was threatened with destruction and stored safely on a site in the local 
docks, each piece numbered, apart from a group of bricks which were taken home by local 
people for safekeeping until such time as re-erection could be arranged.
8
 Several years later, 
the hope of finding a site in the locality having been abandoned, Beamish was approached to 
take on the project. The then director of the museum was very supportive of what was seen as 
a very good project to involve the local community as a whole, and so it proved.  
 
Funding was provided by Northumbrian Water ( the main local water supply company), 
making the whole project the type of public/private partnership much loved by politicians. In 
combination with support from Renaissance and the HLF funded Collections Access Team, 
the funding supported a groundbreaking outreach project involving three groups from the 
South Shields area, including a group of looked-after young people, other youngsters from the 
North East Council for Addiction, and Sight Service (a group of blind and partially sighted 
local people). The curator and outreach assistant visited the groups, bringing information and 
objects. The groups then visited the museum to look at collections. Items from the collections 
 
7. Beamish / TWM CAT team case study and evaluation reports. 
8. For background information, see Bob Olley’s podcast, www.beamishcollections.com/podcasts  
that were used as inspiration included decorated toilet bowls, chamber pots, soap and soap 
packaging, toilet paper packaging, audio histories and images from the photo archive. The 
original artist, Bob Olley, also spent time working with the groups. The resulting artworks, 
inspired primarily by toilets and bedpans, were put on display in the main entrance of the 
museum, together with comments from the makers themselves.  
 
Northumbrian Water staff were so inspired by the display (which they linked with their 
support for Water Aid) that they insisted on making and contributing their own decorated 
toilet seats! The display was used to inform general visitors about the reconstruction work, 
and evaluation carried out at the museum has shown that it has created interest and generally 
received a very positive reaction. Contact is being maintained with the community, and 
elements of the display have been shown in South Shields Public Library. In fact the library 
was so enthusiastic that it made the Netty project the central part of its Local History Month 
activities in 2008. Fifty people have been involved in this altogether, most of them new to the 
museum, and comments collected during evaluation show real enthusiasm and engagement, 
“My visit to Beamish has been great”; “Young people really got into it and the work produced 
is amazing”; “I will remember the young people enjoying the event and talking about it on the 
coach on the way home”. All of the groups attended the official opening of the building, and 
contributed hugely to the success of the event. 
 
Reaching isolated communities 
 
An audience which might once have been considered traditional at Beamish, but which 
now is one referred to almost without exception as ‘isolated’, is the rural community, in 
particular those people in upland areas in the scattered settlements which are typical of the 
North Pennine and Northumberland regions. Working with them created one project which 
would have been impossible to achieve without the additional resources, both in terms of 
funding and staff, provided by the Renaissance scheme and the HLF. Using curatorial, oral 
history archive and CAT staff, as well as staff from the farming operation at Beamish, it has 
been possible to form a partnership with the North Pennine Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (AONB). This grew out of Hay Time, an information gathering project to support the 
work that the North Pennines AONB is doing to re-establish 140 hectares of traditional 
species-rich hay meadow, together with the museum’s project for Food and Farming year.  
 
The result was a collaborative effort with the AONB and the local community, including 
primary schools in the area, to develop a four day exhibition in the locality, shown in the 
community hall. Members of the Collections Access team were present with agricultural 
object handling boxes, Jo Bath, Beamish oral history archivist, was on hand to record oral 
histories and stories of life on the farm in upland areas, and a display of tools and machinery 
used in haymaking was mounted by the rural collections curator, Seb Littlewood. Children 
were able to try on some of the Museum’s 1913 style reproduction costume and handle a pair 
of real farm labourer’s wood and leather clogs. North Pennines AONB produced a display 
about the science and wildlife connected with species rich meadows, and brought along 
examples of different hay for people to feel and sniff. Most importantly, members of the local 
Women’s Institute provided the refreshments for visitors. Four schools visited the exhibition 
over two of the days and then these schools visited Home Farm at Beamish the following 
week. All the schools are from quite remote areas of the North Pennines, and this 
development is giving them access to an experience that they would not normally have, and 
connecting them vividly with their own area’s history. It is hoped to relocate the exhibition to 
another part of the region in the future.  
 As an additional part of this project, the Museum was allowed access to one of the farms 
involved in the Hay Time project, to cut one of their restored hay meadows using the Beamish 
horses and appropriate machinery from the working collections. The hay was cut, turned and 
cocked using traditional methods. The whole process was filmed, and will be put onto the 
Beamish collections website. An additional advantage to working in partnership with North 
Pennines is that we have been offered their support for Museum plans to re-establish some 
land at the museum as meadows rich with traditional species. This project has much potential, 
and soil testing has already been carried out. It is extremely relevant to issues being discussed 
at wider and higher levels. The loss of connection of people to the land, the current fears of 
shortages of food, and the loss of species-rich habitats as farming practices have changed, are 
all matters concerning people today. Hopefully this project will help to build a sense of 
relevance and understanding of some of these issues to people who visited the exhibition over 
the four days on which it was displayed. 
 
It is almost impossible to imagine this type of involvement being undertaken by a 
traditional style museum, but an open air museum has the working collections, the skilled 
staff and the potential for carrying on this work in a sustainable manner, rather than simply 
carrying out a one-off project. This has also been important from the museum’s perspective, 
as Beamish has been predominantly well-known for its coal mining and industrial displays 
and collections. The agricultural collections, which are regionally and nationally extremely 
important, have to some extent been in the background as the general public is concerned. By 
paying more attention to the agricultural areas, and also by integrating the farming operations 
more closely with the exhibits through, for example, reinstating hay meadows and raising the 
museum’s profile in the remaining rural areas of the region, another dimension will be added 
to the museum visit for an audience increasingly divorced from the land. 
 
Full circle to mining memories 
 
Finally – to return to the original vision of grandparents taking their grandchildren around 
the museum and passing on their experiences, particularly of the now vanished mining 
community heritage, an attempt is being made to involve ex-miners and their wives by taking 
them into the classroom to talk to children, using objects from the collections, and then 
bringing all of them to the museum, creating the relationship that once occurred naturally 
within families. 
 
The ‘mining memories’ project has so far involved over 40 schools in its first year. 
Students have the opportunity to handle mining and domestic artefacts, talk to miners and 
their wives about their experiences both at work and in the home and then work on a drama 
related to a story linked to their local colliery and also work with an artist who was a miner re-
creating scenes in mines. An report from the education officer running the project revealed 
that everyone has gained a great deal from it and that ‘one major benefit has been to bring 
generations together, promoting strong community links’.9 
 
Other work directly linking into the former mining communities involves the collection of 
miner’s lodge banners, used by many union lodges still in the Big Meeting parade held 
annually in the city of Durham.
10
 Beamish has been working with local groups for a number 
 
9. Information from Alan Jones, Mining Memories Project Officer, education department, Beamish ( HLF 
funded project). 
10. see SCOTT 2009, for an extended discussion of this and other mining commemoration related activities. 
of years in order to have banners conserved so that they can be displayed in the communities 
from which they came, and also to have copies made so that they can be paraded. The 
banners, once the emblem of the Miners’ Union lodges, have become the icons representing 
the communities form which the mines have disappeared. 
 
One way in which the museum has attempted to involve younger members of the 
communities has been to create a project called the Little Big Meeting. Taking inspiration 
from the Durham Miner’s Gala ( or Big Meeting), an artist was commissioned to work with 
several schools throughout the region to create their own banners. These focussed on the 
children’s interpretation of what their school community meant to them. Once the banners 
were created the children came to the Museum and paraded their banners in the recreated 
Town. Trams were stopped and regular visitors to the Museum appeared to take great pleasure 
in entering into the experience by cheering and clapping the parade. The children seemed to 
enjoy the experience immensely and it provided an opportunity for them to develop an 
interest in the history and tradition behind it. Following the event the banners were placed on 
exhibition before returning to be displayed at the schools involved. It is hoped to repeat this 
project annually, and to increase the number of schools involved. The success and benefits of 
this project have been noticeable both for the Museum and for community groups, together 
with the schools directly involved. The Museum has been able to foster a reputation for being 
interested in mining heritage and for reflecting the interest held in the community in a direct 
way, without competing with the objectives of the community itself. Also, the Little Big 
Meeting has created an opportunity for the Museum to offer groups the chance to become 
directly involved by parading their own banners. Clearly this adds value to their project and to 
the work of the Museum through enabling community involvement. In this way the Museum 
can provide another place and familiar format in which this reinterpretation of identity may 
take place, supporting this community desire without attempting to lead it.  
 
Sustainability 
 
The above are merely a few examples of the work which has been undertaken from 2007 to 
2009, and it could be said that the Museum is putting in a lot of time and effort for what are 
currently small results in terms of the actual number of additional audiences engaged. 
However, this has been high quality engagement, directly related to collections and with the 
intention of resulting in a swathe of new advocates for the museum in the future. Staff are also 
building up experience in working with groups from hard to reach communities, assisted 
considerably by the Museum’s partnership in the Access team with Tyne and Wear Museums, 
who have huge experience in this area. It would be very difficult to sustain this level of 
involvement without the staff who are employed with external funding, and over the next 
couple of years the Museum will have identify additional funding to sustain at least an 
element of this activity for the future. 
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